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Abstract
Census data reveal that suburban communities are becoming increasingly 
diverse. Once considered affluent and predictable places, American suburbs are 
now confronting increasing poverty rates as well as ethnic, racial and linguistic 
diversity. Currently, more than half of US Latinos live in the suburbs. Schools and 
public institutions such as museums are challenged to provide programming that 
meets the needs of Latinos, who are disproportionately poor (Ackerman and Tazi 
2015:3). Promoting school readiness among Latino children is an important effort 
in maximizing the potential and educational attainment of this growing population.
In one suburban community, a school-museum collaboration resulted in a bilingual 
parent-child program promoting school readiness and social inclusion for Latino 
families. Arte Juntos/Art Together engaged parents and children using art and 
culture-based activities that developed observation skills, creativity, critical thinking, 
vocabulary, and aesthetic appreciation. Celebrating diverse perspectives and 
self-expression, the program provided access to museums as enriching spaces 
for informal learning, personal empowerment and social inclusion.
Key Words: early childhood, parent-child interactive learning, bilingual, Latino, immigrant 
families, social inclusion, informal learning in museums, Visual Thinking Strategies
Introduction
Suburban communities across the United States are becoming increasingly diverse. Analyses 
of the 2010 census data highlight how American suburbs, traditionally considered enclaves for 
more affluent, homogeneous populations, are now ‘at the forefront of the country’s ongoing 
demographic transformation’ in terms of the racial, ethnic, cultural, socio-economic, and linguistic 
make up of their populations (Berube 2011:1). Ethnic and linguistic diversity is largely driven 
by the increase in Hispanic/Latino1 households, where three out of four young Latino children 
live in homes where Spanish is spoken regularly (García and Jensen 2009: 23), and where 
the poverty rates are among the highest in the country (Children’s Defense Fund 2011: 41). 
Currently, 54 per cent of Latinos in America live in the suburbs (Suro and Singer 2002: 1).
In response to a change in demographics, communities are challenged to adopt culturally 
and linguistically competent approaches to organize public systems. For suburban museums, 
adopting ideals of social inclusion enhances the possibilities to engage a broad, diverse 
audience with meaningful art experiences. However, marginalized and poor communities, 
such as immigrants, are difficult for museums to reach with traditional marketing efforts. 
Partnerships with public schools with growing immigrant populations can be instrumental 
in creating more responsive and culturally relevant programming that effectively reaches 
immigrant children and families. These partnerships also represent opportunities for the 
schools to gain support for academic achievement from the enrichment and unique nature of 
learning available in museums. Arte Juntos/Art Together was the result of a museum-school 
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collaboration which brought Spanish-speaking immigrant families into a suburban museum 
with the goal of enhancing the children’s school readiness by emphasizing museum literacy for 
parents and early learning experiences for their children. The program is an example of how 
museums can contribute to delivering equitable learning opportunities for immigrant children 
and their families, and build bridges towards social inclusion. It promotes a view of museums 
as community-builders and agents of change for a sustainable future (Sandell 2003: 49) in 
increasingly diverse communities. 
Social Inclusion
Recent reports from the American Alliance of Museums’ Center for the Future of Museums 
demonstrate the critical need for museums to become more accessible to diverse audiences. 
Museum audiences today are disproportionately comprised of non-Hispanic whites (78.9 per 
cent) compared to the significantly lower number of Hispanic (8.6 per cent) and African American 
(5.9 per cent) visitors (Farrell and Medvedeva 2010: 12). Given increasing demographic shifts, 
museums struggle to find effective ways to engage minority audiences today in order to remain 
sustainable and relevant. Visiting museums as a child remains a strong predictor of museum 
attendance as an adult; museums must be forward-looking by developing resources and 
programs that are accessible for diverse families with young children (Farrell and Medvedeva 
2010: 14). 
The ideals of social inclusion in museums extend beyond audience development 
or strategies to increase attendance. Instead, social inclusion seeks to interrupt the 
disenfranchisement inherent in economic disadvantage, discrimination and inequality in society 
(Sandell 2003: 46). As cultural institutions, museums can influence public discourse when 
they highlight the diverse, non-dominant, perspectives and experiences of the everyday world 
rather than promote an elitist view of art or art appreciation (Fernández-Cao, et al. 2010: 398; 
Sandell, 2002: 8). There is growing evidence that museums can contribute to more equitable 
societies through their programs (Sandell, 2012: 3) and that audiences can reap social and 
emotional benefits from their participation (Silverman 2002: 69). Sandell describes three realms 
influenced by social inclusion in museums: the individual, the community, and the society 
(Sandell 2002:4; 2003:45). Personal empowerment and increased creativity for the individual 
can enhance social engagement in their community; using exhibits to engender appreciation 
for the diverse talents and expression of all members of society promotes the tolerance and 
respect necessary for a productive multicultural society. 
School Readiness 
Within the context of changing demographics, there is also increased interest in universal 
early childhood education to equalize educational trajectories in diverse populations. Helping 
young children become better prepared for school is becoming recognized (Neuman and 
Bennett 2001: 246-54; Neuman 2003: 284-91; Magnuson et al. 2005: 169-96) as a means of 
preventing diminished outcomes in education. In addition, advances in neuroscience validate 
the need for enriching experiences in early childhood; community museums can play a critical 
role in providing these experiences for families with young children (Bowers 2012: 39-48). 
Children enter schools with varying backgrounds, needs, abilities and resources which 
mirror the experiences in their first years of life before school. While school readiness has been 
defined in terms of interconnected developmental domains, recently the concept has become 
most associated with those skills and competencies linked to success in school (Snow 2007: 
197). The standards movement in the United States may be driving the emerging definitions 
of school readiness; historically, early childhood teachers have rated maturity and social skills 
as significant indicators of school readiness, but recent studies of teacher expectations note 
the increased attention to pre-academic skills, particularly for children living in poverty (Snow 
2007: 198).
Poverty is strongly associated with decreased school readiness (Janus and Duku, 
2007: 395); Latino children are among the poorest in the country, but also experience other 
adverse conditions such as decreased rates of preschool enrollment, underemployment for 
160
the adults in the family, and limited parental education (Ackerman and Tazi, 2015:3-6). These 
conditions contribute to the trend of decreased school readiness among Latinos (Magnuson and 
Waldfogel 2005: 169-95). National studies of preschool children reveal gaps in early reading 
and math skills for Latinos even as they enter Kindergarten (Flanagan and McPhee 2009:9). 
Poor children, however, also attend the lowest quality schools (Lee and Burkham 2002:2) who 
may not be ‘ready’ to meet students’ needs; under-resourced and ill-prepared, impoverished 
schools may in fact perpetuate social exclusion in some communities.
For any socioeconomic group, parents are the first to influence a child’s early preparation 
for school. Consequently, efforts to enhance school readiness across diverse populations of young 
children target parent behaviors with their young children by promoting activities that engage 
the entire family (Swick 2009: 403-6). In this regard, school readiness can be directly impacted 
by the enriching informal learning experiences made available through museum programs 
designed for children and their parents. Falk and Dierking propose that museum programs 
and exhibitions that are designed for collaborative learning, where questions and dialogue are 
encouraged, support families as ‘communities of learners.’ Parents can be most effective as 
facilitators when they feel comfortable with the content and the museum environment (Falk 
and Dierking 2000: 94-95). Museums can support intergenerational activities, often preferred 
by immigrant families, by providing bilingual interpretive materials and other resources that 
help parents feel confident with the content as they guide their children’s experiences, which 
leads to social inclusion (Stein, Garibay and Wilson 2008: 186-7). This article presents one 
example of a school-museum collaboration designed to support parents and enhance school 
readiness for young children in a diverse suburban community.
One Community
One community, pseudonymously called ‘Rivertown,’ is increasingly diverse in terms of race, 
ethnicity, socio-economic class, and language (Tazi 2010: 174-80). Despite enjoying a median 
income higher than the national average, Rivertown experienced a sharp increase in the 
number of children living in poverty entering the schools. Immigrant families, with limited English 
proficiency, are a growing constituency for Rivertown. The school district of Rivertown sought 
to proactively address disparities in school readiness with the creation of a unique bilingual 
family literacy program, entitled First Steps/Primeros Pasos (FS/PP). Conceived to attract any 
family in Rivertown with young children, the program design was predicated on two principles: 
programming would promote ‘enrichment, not remediation’ - rather than signal any deficiency 
in any group of children, the program sought to offer the enrichment all young children need 
before school; all services would be provided bilingually, in English and Spanish, in order to 
engage the growing population of Latino immigrants. 
The opportunity for FS/PP to collaborate with a museum arose from the creative 
outreach and programming of a local community museum, the Katonah Museum of Art (KMA). 
Sandell’s statement that ‘much of the impetus for the development of projects aimed at social 
inclusion has come out of education and outreach’ (Sandell 2003:48) was evidenced in the 
concept for a new program at the KMA. In response to the changing demographics of the 
larger suburban community, and with a desire to become more accessible and inclusive, the 
KMA, a non-collecting institution based in lower New York State, developed Arte Juntos/Art 
Together, a family literacy program targeting parents with pre-school aged children. In order 
to have an impact on the community, the KMA began to work in partnership with FS/PP in 
2007 to learn more about the needs and wants of the Latino families in Rivertown, and how 
the museum could become an asset for the community.
Arte Juntos/Art Together
Arte Juntos/Art Together (AJ/AT) was designed as a bilingual art- and culture-based family 
literacy curriculum that introduced preschool Latino children and their families to the KMA as 
a resource for informal learning. Every academic year, beginning in 2007, approximately 60 
families from the First Steps/Primeros Pasos participated in the AJ/AT program. The program 
ran from October to May with nine sessions in the fall semester and another nine sessions 
in the spring. The program’s in-depth, multi-year, collaborative approach offered the partners 
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opportunities for learning about the needs and assets of children, parents, and teachers, and 
how to best position the museum to support them as an effective and accessible learning 
resource, within the larger community learning landscape.
AJ/AT had two overriding goals: to promote the children’s school readiness and to 
reinforce social inclusion among Latinos through parent engagement and access to informal 
learning experiences in museums. Using works of art in the KMA’s exhibitions to develop the 
curriculum, AJ/AT supported the children’s emergent literacy, observation skills, expressive 
and receptive language, and critical thinking skills. Through inquiry-based discussions using 
original art and picture book illustrations, and related art-making activities, children developed 
the ability to identify shapes, colors, and objects, expanded their vocabularies, and developed 
their fine motor skills. The children made multiple visits to the museum, which studies have 
found ‘not only provides preschool students with opportunities to create personal connections 
to the museum, but also reinforces classroom learning, fosters new skills, and encourages 
fun’ (Wickens 2012:92).
With the aim of empowering parents to 
become resourceful facilitators of their 
children’s learning, AJ/AT’s innovative 
design included parents as participants who 
worked side by side with their children in the 
classroom, as well as in the museum.  AJ/
AT educators reinforced the importance of 
conversation and play as the primary forms 
of learning during the preschool years, and 
demonstrated activities to ‘connect the dots 
between play and the skills needed for 
academic success’ (Downey, Krantz, and 
Skidmore 2010: 27). Parents were introduced 
to strategies to engage their child in informal 
learning experiences that build their capacity 
for becoming effective intermediaries for their 
children’s success (Luke and McCreedy 
2010: 5, Falk & Dierking, 2002: 94-95). This 
is particularly important for low-income and 
immigrant families, for whom involvement in 
their children’s education is often challenged 
by obstacles including work commitments, 
language, uncertainty about their role (Peña 
2000), and their previous experiences with 
learning and formal education (Stein, Garibay 
and Wilson 2008: 187-88).
Designing the curriculum involved 
collaborative planning between the KMA 
staff and the FS/PP program staff, which 
included classroom educators, family literacy 
caseworkers, and adult English as a Second 
Language (ESL) instructors. Bi-annual 
retreats, which included time for planning, 
professional development, sharing of best 
practices, and assessment, were essential 
components of the program’s success. The 
FS/PP team was introduced to the museum’s 
culture and its inquiry-based teaching 
methodologies, while museum educators 
learned about early childhood curricular themes, developmentally appropriate teaching strategies, 
and information about the needs/wants of the community served. This collaborative process 
echoed Silverman’s call for ‘mutual mentorship and concentrated exchange of professional 
Fig 1. Parents support their children in the 
classroom and at the museum, using a variety 
of art materials and techniques.
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expertise’ which provides the best foundation for the museum’s success as an effective agent 
for social change and social inclusion. (Silverman 2002: 70). Ongoing curriculum development, 
weekly debriefings after each session, and assessment meetings were integral to the program 
design, and helped educators build upon children’s classroom experiences and knowledge 
(Wickens 2012: 94).
Shared Strategy -- Supporting Vocabulary Development
Robust language development is a strong indicator of school readiness, yet there is a link to 
poverty here as well. Language studies have documented vast differences between socio-
economic groups in the numbers of words young children know and use (Hart & Risley 1995). 
Vocabulary is a strong predictor of achievement in early reading skills (Biemiller 2006: 41-51), 
and so early childhood educators encourage parents to read and converse with their children 
as essential early childhood experiences. Supporting vocabulary development was a shared 
strategy in the collaboration between the school and the museum, as it would advance both 
school readiness and visual literacy.
Engaging young children through encounters with original art in museums and illustrations in 
picture books supports and enriches their vocabulary and visual literacy skills - the unfolding 
ability to independently derive information and meaning from art and products of visual culture. 
Facilitated explorations of works of art and objects using open-ended inquiry with young children 
may involve finding and naming shapes and colors they see or sharing their interpretation of 
the narrative. It is in this area of visual literacy, within an environment that encourages authentic 
discovery and shared conversation, that early childhood education and museum education 
practices are richly aligned. 
Fig 2. Reading picture books, combined with open- ended inquiry enriches the children’s 
interpretations of the illustrations and their understanding of the story being read.
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One of the approaches employed by AJ/AT with children and parents was Visual 
Thinking Strategies (VTS), a methodology and curriculum developed by Abigail Housen and 
Philip Yenawine (2000), based on Housen’s theory of aesthetic development (Housen 1983). 
Used in classrooms as well as museums, the VTS curriculum has been field tested since 1991; 
studies suggest that VTS builds critical thinking skills that transfer to content areas such as 
writing, mathematics, social studies, and science (Housen 2001). In addition, VTS is linked to 
academic growth in students with limited English skills2. The aim of VTS is not to teach about art, 
but to develop thinking skills by eliciting verbal responses based on the observation of carefully 
selected art images. It does so by employing three key questions (Housen 2001: 99-131): 
1) What is going on in this picture? 
2) What do you see that makes you say that? 
3) What more can you find? 
As facilitators of the exploration, museum or classroom educators use these open-ended 
questions to encourage observation and interpretation in group discussions. Facilitators 
paraphrase student responses, request visual evidence, link ideas, reinforce new vocabulary 
and provide neutral responses to student comments. While the VTS methodology is commonly 
used with K-12 students, recent work within a Montessori school highlights its effectiveness for 
enhancing emergent literacy skills in preschool children; VTS discussions were found to create 
opportunities to introduce new vocabulary through paraphrasing, and that these ‘oral skills, 
bolstered by detailed observation, feed literacy development’ (Whitescarver and Cossentino 
2011: 20-1). AJ/AT facilitators used VTS and other inquiry based methodologies to encourage 
children aged three to four, and their parents, to look for details, develop their expressive and 
receptive language skills, and explore an image for more sustained periods of time.
Fig 3. Parent Sessions: Within a peer group context, parents share their observations and 
diverse interpretations of an abstract work. The use of VTS invites and values the participants’ 
thoughts and background knowledge and is intrinsically an empowering pedagogy for 
viewers new to art.
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VTS and Social Inclusion
VTS methodology served to support the children’s language development and observation 
skills, but it also served to promote social inclusion for parents. During parent-only sessions, 
AJ/AT educators introduced the VTS methodology in order to empower parents to view and 
share their observations drawing from their personal experiences and knowledge, despite 
limited English language skills or experience with art and museums. The methodology has 
been recently employed with adult English Language Learners (ELLs) by CALTA21, an initiative 
funded by a National Leadership Grant from the Institute of Museum and Library Services that 
aims at bridging adult ELLs and museums. Here, adult literacy instructors used VTS’ open-ended 
questions in the classroom while exploring selected works of art, with participants ultimately 
using them to facilitate their own discussions in the museum space. While the primary aim for 
CALTA21 was language acquisition, Patricia Lannes, CALTA21 Project Director, observed that:
These exchanges empower participants by validating their own cultures, stories, and 
experiences, while simultaneously validating the cultures of other participants and 
of their newly adopted community. In other words, the experience of participating 
in these discussions is empowering and engaging not because it bequeaths the 
participants with some essential knowledge that they previous lacked but rather 
because it demonstrates the value of communicating one’s own opinions, stories, 
and experiences. (http://incluseum.com/2013/05/23/calta21-a-model-for-bridging-
museums-and-immigrant-english-learners/.) 
Educators used works of art and materials throughout the program that reflected the participants’ 
cultures and made connections to their experiences, echoing research that demonstrated 
participants’ desire to see themselves and their families, as Latinos, reflected and included 
in the museum (Stein, Garibay and Wilson 2008: 187). Understanding the value of using the 
participants’ home language, the museum recruited a bilingual/bicultural educator to facilitate 
the program in English and Spanish, and written materials were bilingual (Sandell, 2003: 56; 
Stein, Garibay and Wilson 2008: 187). These efforts led to a deepened sense of engagement 
and meaning-making reflected in the parents’ eagerness to make connections between their 
personal experiences and their experiences in the program. 
Visits to the KMA for AJ/AT sessions offered children and their families an object- 
rich, multi-sensory, experiential, and social environment that encouraged questions and 
conversation, developed print and word awareness, and gave words meaning and context. 
Parents’ perceptions of their children’s learning changed as a result of observing their inquiry-
based discussions in the classroom and museum contexts, and they repeatedly expressed 
enthusiasm for their children’s progress. Parents linked school readiness and social inclusion 
as they spoke of two discoveries resulting from sharing in inquiry-based discussions: specific 
activities they could utilize to support their children’s learning and insights they garnered about 
their experiences as new immigrants. Their optimism was reminiscent of Ellis and Dunckel’s 
(2010: 114) ‘cascading effects’ on parental involvement that result from gratifying experiences 
relating to their children’s learning. 
Informal Learning in Museums and the Role of the Parents
Art museums represent unique opportunities for learning which include access to 
content-rich exhibitions; immersive experiences with art and art making; and experiences 
with real artifacts and original works of art. Museums are places where families with young 
children ‘construct meaning, have genuine choices, encounter challenging tasks, take control 
over their own learning, collaborate with others, and feel positive about their efforts’ (Paris, 
Yambor & Packard 1998: 271). Young children develop background knowledge on a variety 
of topics through informal learning experiences in museums and elsewhere, often prompted 
by their own or their parents’ interests, long before they are introduced to science, history or 
social studies in school (Crowley and Jacobs 2011: 334-37). While museums offer opportunities 
for free-choice learning, parents play an important role in mediating young children’s learning 
experiences in museums, and by making connections to past events, individual experiences 
and related content in conversations that take place during and after the visit (Borun, M. 2002: 
253; Falk and Dierking, 2000:93-94).
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Parents need to feel welcome in museums and empowered to lead conversations and activities 
with their children. Yet, the majority of AJ/AT parents had never visited a museum before. 
As recent immigrants, they may have had different perceptions of learning and museums, 
based on experiences in their home countries in addition to their experiences in the United 
States (Stein, Garibay and Wilson 2008: 184-85). To support a successful first visit, the AJ/
AT families needed additional support - from physically getting to the museum to navigating 
exhibits. The AJ/AT program increased participants’ museum literacy, defined as the comfort 
and confidence with which individuals approach museums, and augmented the potential of 
authentic engagement with art and art making, experienced within a trusting environment, as 
being ‘an instrument for psycho-social inclusion’ (Fernandez-Cao 2010: 401-404). The AJ/
AT curriculum included multiple opportunities for families to explore the museum, each time 
making the space a more accessible resource for learning and enjoyment, and thus moving 
the participants from novice visitors to museum literate visitors familiar with the KMA and its 
offerings. This was accomplished by preparing parents with the ‘tools’ for arts participation and 
designing the museum visits’ activities to progressively engage families in more independent 
exploration. Research shows how multiple visits to the museum build a sense of comfort 
and increase learning opportunities for community members in the museum (Hein 2001: 34, 
Melber 2006: 39). 
Parent Reflections
In the 2012-2013 academic year, the Arte Juntos/Art Together collaboration between FS/PP and 
KMA involved 60 children and their families. At the culminating event, parents were asked to 
share their reflections on how they were impacted by the program. Since these conversations 
were conducted in Spanish, translations of the parents’ comments are included below. 
Parents were asked to share their feedback on their comfort level visiting the museum. A 
participant said: ‘A museum can be intimidating, overwhelming.  But seeing now that it [museums] 
Fig 4. Parent and child museum visit: A Museum educator facilitates thoughtful looking and 
discussion with parents and children, using an open ended inquiry model.
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can be accessible has made me feel more encouraged to go.’  When asked how AJ/AT had 
changed what participants could do in a museum, parents responded positively. One parent 
said, ‘Now I would probably see myself going to a place like the MET. Because I don’t know 
that much about art, now I know how to ask questions and to look.’ 
In particular, parents were asked to reflect on what they thought about their role in promoting 
school readiness. One parent responded: 
In my country, it is the custom that the kids don’t get exposed to using crayons 
and scissors until they are older – four or five years old. Now I understand the 
earlier they get used to playing with materials, the better. 
Another parent reported: ‘I learned about talking with the kids, listening, and asking them 
questions.  I have seen a change in the kinds of conversations we have.’ Another stated that 
after participating she had ‘a better idea of how to do the activities, we now know the steps.’ 
One parent recognized that the program offered ‘a more fun way to learn, playing, using 
different colors, rather than the more rote way to learn. In my country, they learn by repetition.’ 
Another parent noted that ‘the program gave us many more ways to play and work with our 
kids’ and that ‘I see that now they are focused, they notice the details, this is fun for them, but 
they are also developing skills.’ 
These comments hearken back to the goals of enhancing school readiness. Introducing 
materials to very young children for activities such as drawing and inventive writing are part of 
the early enrichment that builds emergent literacy skills. Exposure to the child’s first language 
during these activities is linked to sustained gains in skills such as concepts of print (Coppola 
2005:21), another vital element in school readiness. Likewise, increased conversations, as 
the parent describes, are critical to developing vocabulary. Perhaps more than any other skill, 
strong vocabulary supports school readiness and eventual achievement (Biemiller 2006: 41-51). 
Fig 5. Provided with a bilingual Family Guide, a family with their Pre-K son independently 
explore KMA’s galleries and search for elements in a painting.
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Conclusion
The Arte Juntos/Art Together and First Steps/Primeros Pasos collaboration represents combined 
efforts to stimulate school readiness in a linguistically diverse suburban community. The 
inquiry-based approaches, including VTS, served dual purposes – promoting school readiness 
and social inclusion for Latinos in that community. The family programming brought about by 
AJ/AT and FS/PP demonstrates the efficacy of museum-school collaborations that remain 
responsive to the needs of families and young children. As more research and innovation is 
needed to support school readiness and social inclusion in diverse communities, programs 
such as Arte Juntos/Art Together can serve as a model for collaborations between museums/
cultural institutions and early childhood centers. 
Parent comments clearly relate to the goals of the collaboration in providing and 
structuring enriching experiences for young children that prepare them for school. These 
comments point to a transformative experience with social inclusion that fuels their willingness 
and comfort to access museums independently. The design of the AJ/AT curriculum organizes 
preparatory experiences for children that prove to be highly gratifying; they engage children 
and parents in authentic experiences and empower them to make meaning of their learning, 
and then promote the language and vocabulary that supports self-expression. These are the 
ideal experiences in early childhood that build strong school readiness. As children demonstrate 
their delight and growing competence in these activities, parents gain both the confidence and 
deep appreciation for their role in preparing their children for school. 
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Notes
1  The US Census uses the terms ‘Hispanic’ and ‘Latino’ interchangeably to refer to individuals 
of any race from ‘Mexican, Puerto Rican, Cuban, Central or South American, or some other 
Hispanic origin.’ This study uses the terms interchangeably as well.
2  DeSantis, K., Housen, A., (2007), ‘Highlights of Findings - San Diego: Aesthetic development 
and creative and critical thinking skills study’, Visual Understanding in Education http://
www.issuelab.org/resource/aesthetic_development_and_creative_and_critical_thinking_
skills_study, accessed 29 March 2015. 
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